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PUBLIC CONFIDENCE AND THE U.S. MILITARY
We gather tonight knowing that this generation of heroes has made the United States safer and more respected around the world. For the first time in nine years, there are no Americans fighting in Iraq. For the first time in two decades, Osama bin Laden is not a threat to this country. Most of Al Qaida's top lieutenants have been defeated. The Taliban's momentum has been broken. And some troops in Afghanistan have begun to come home.
These achievements are a testament to the courage, selflessness, and teamwork of America's Armed Forces. At a time when too many of our institutions have let us down, they exceed all expectations.
-President Barack Obama, January 24, 2012 State of the Union Address
The U.S. military is currently among the highest regarded public institutions in
America. According to a 2011 Gallup Poll, 78% of the public held a great deal or quite a lot of confidence in the military, fifteen points ahead of small business, which was the nearest public institution. This poll also showed that the Presidency, the U.S. Supreme
Court and even Congress held only limited public confidence in comparison to the military as an institution. 1 The military hasn't always enjoyed such a high level of public confidence.
Following the withdrawal from Vietnam, the military was held in low regard by an American public that was skeptical of the military's credibility as a fighting force. Only after a focused effort to transform the military, with demonstrated success in successive combat operations, did public confidence grow for the military. In order for today's military to retain a high level of public confidence, it must maintain this level of competence while facing the challenges associated with post-war drawdown and budget cuts. This paper will discuss two primary reasons for the high level of public confidence attained by the military: first, the gradual development of professional competence through organizational, materiel and personnel changes; second, the public perception of a politically subservient military and the current model of civilmilitary relations. It will then highlight benefits associated with a high level of public confidence. Finally, this paper will highlight the potential for public confidence in the military to suffer as reduced resources impact the current civil-military model.
Investing in Competence:
The All-Volunteer Force (AVF)
How did the advent of the all-volunteer force, coupled with institutional changes and equipment procurement initiatives, result in a more combat-ready military? In 1973, as U.S. combat operations ended in Vietnam, the military was at an important historic crossroads in its history. Public confidence waned for a military that faced serious readiness concerns. 2 The hollow military of that era suffered from lack of discipline, racial discord, low morale, and an epidemic of drug and alcohol abuse. Military doctrine lacked the currency to focus combat capability into a more synchronous force in line with emergent threats. 5 The The Army is and always will be people. Our people are really good. It is a rare man who wants to be bad, but a lot of men are not strong enough to be good all by themselves and a little help is enough. It does not make any difference where they come from. If we have faith in them and encourage them and keep standing for the right ourselves, the Army will get back into the shape the country needs and has to have.
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To begin this transition, ensuring that quality recruits were selected to fill the ranks was a top priority. Newly introduced testing methods such as the implementation of the Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery (ASVAB), and focusing on the recruitment of high school graduates assisted recruiting young men and women who were better prepared for military service. Incentives such as the Montgomery GI Bill and increased pay (for enlisted members and officers alike) added to the military appeal as a profession and assisted in the retention of military members. 12 Opportunities opened up for women and minorities, ensuring a force of volunteers more reflective of American society as a whole. 13 As enlistment benefits and overall quality of live improved, there was a corresponding improvement in recruitment, and parents became more positive about encouraging their children to consider military service. peacekeeping and disaster relief. Support of these non-combat operations were in addition to limited combat operations during the same period. 26 Despite more requirements and fewer personnel to task, the military dutifully answered this call to service, putting its best "boot" forward in support of these operations. Perhaps as a result, the military's "traditional" role of conducting combat operations has now grown into a mission set that includes response in support of domestic support operations.
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The military's response to domestic support operations required the reprioritization of its budget from training and readiness to these non programmed requirements. Despite any concern for the budget, the military derived several benefits through its conduct of domestic support operations. Included among these are a positive image, real-world training opportunity during peacetime and interaction between military and local civilian leaders in support of a common cause. 28 All of these benefits enhanced the readiness and demonstrated the competency of the military to address domestic concerns on short notice.
Political Subservience
The American public has historically been wary of the potential for military Since the early 1980's, the choice of mission, rather than the execution of the mission, has drawn scrutiny. For example, after the death of 18 servicemen in Mogadishu in October, 1993, the public's ire turned not to the Army, but to the Clinton administration.
"Why were they there?" was asked more often than "Why did the mission go wrong?" 30 The cost of the instrument role is that it has made the military more subject to the errors of its civilian leadership. But the benefit is that it has largely protected the military from the reputational consequences of bad decisions. Given that the military has succeeded in most of its missions over the past thirty years, the instrument role has had a positive impact on public confidence. It follows that moving away from the instrument role will decrease public confidence. 
Director Instrument

Benefits
Understanding that the military has garnered a high-level of public confidence leads to the question: how does the military benefit from it? There are several associated benefits. In this section, I highlight three: (1) budgetary consideration, (2) recruiting, and (3) institutional morale.
When resources are plentiful, the budgetary benefits of high public confidence are limited. Policy makers make fewer hard choices about how to allocate limited funds, so the popularity of the military is less relevant to the resource allocation process.
However, in times of constrained resources, the military's popularity is a huge political asset. Political leaders are not inclined to do things that are unpopular with voters.
When budgets are tight, members of the legislature must make more trade-offs between military expenditures and other programs, and the political risks of undercutting the military enter into that calculation. This dynamic is particularly relevant today. The public's confidence in the military does not guarantee the armed forces immunity from significant reductions. The military faces a reduced budget in 2013, the first in nearly a decade. With wars in both Iraq and Afghanistan ending, and the U.S. reducing outlays across the Government, the military will sustain a commensurate level of budget reductions. At the time of writing, these reductions amount to an estimated 500 billion dollars over the next decade. 39 As problematic as this may seem, the crucial question is whether the reductions will cause a material decline in readiness, or require a shift in strategy or posture. This remains unclear. According to the proposed FY 2013 defense budget, key procurement initiatives will largely remain intact, or at most, suffer programmed delays due to the proposed cuts. The larger point is that at the margins of the debate over how to allocate public funds, public confidence gives the military a measure of deferential treatment. In an austere environment, this can be of tremendous value. 40 Strong public confidence also reinforces military recruiting. With few exceptions, military recruiting requirements for all of the services over the last several decades have been met, and the overall quality of the force high. 41 Recruiting is supported by strong public confidence as American families entrust their sons and daughters to the military institution. Having a family member join a respected institution fosters a sense of pride for the American public. Admittedly, military recruiting will become very selective as the force requirements are reduced and the U.S. population continues to increase in size.
In fact, only a small percentage of America's youth, currently less than 20%, are considered eligible for military service based on physical, legal or mental limitations. 42 Given the low number of eligible youth, strong confidence enables accessibility to quality recruits, which remains of utmost importance to a downsizing military.
A somewhat intangible benefit from strong public confidence is institutional morale. This aspect of public confidence has helped the military to overcome institutional setbacks such as recent events at Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq, a dysfunctional wounded warrior medical care system or increased suicide and sexual assault rates. 43 The public maintains its confidence in the military and shows support through its acceptance of military personnel in light of instructional setbacks. Instead of being spit on or demeaned, today's veterans are publicly greeted with a thanks and a handshake. 44 This level of acceptance from the general American population solidifies the military's self-esteem at the individual level and reinforces collective morale. High institutional morale reinforces higher productivity, better overall discipline and heightened leader-subordinate relationships. 45 This doesn't erase mistakes from the public's memory, but it allows the military to shift the focus to its core competencies.
Risks to Public Confidence
This paper briefly discussed the way in which competence and the military's orientation toward civilian leadership interact with each other. In this section, I explore how this interaction may play out in the future. It explores two risks to strong public confidence for the military in a resource-constrained environment through the potential tasks to the two drivers of confidence discussed above: (1) the risk of a decline in competence and, (2) the risk of a shift away from political subservience.
The advent of the AVF has led to the confident and capable military institution operating around the world today. 46 With the current level of public confidence maintaining a very high level, there is limited growth potential and a greater risk for decline. The old adage stating, "you can please some of the people some of the time,
but not all of the people all of the time," applies to the military's level of public confidence. Regardless of demonstrated competence, it seems that there will always be a small percentage of the population that will not support the military. In 1991, following a quick and decisive victory during Operation Desert Storm, the military had demonstrated utmost competence, but public confidence for the military peaked at 85%.
As the military draws down and resources dwindle, the military's capabilities will not be adequate to provide the same level of coverage against potential threats as before. Current strategic thought emphasizes "reversibility" as a mitigation of this risk.
This thinking posits that although military budget reductions will result in cuts to endstrength, a greater reliance on reserves and postponed modernization programs, the military will quickly regenerate to face emerging threats. 47 It is beyond the scope of this paper to explore the validity of the assumptions that underlie reversibility as a concept.
The military may sustain competence in a resource-constrained environment through selective recruiting, commitment to retaining its training and doctrine institutions, and the promotion and retention of its best leaders. These actions will help the military retain and build upon the combat experience of its veterans, and facilitate reversibility as required for future combat operations. Yet there is an inescapable gravity to any resource reductions. At some point, doing the same with less is no longer feasible.
You must either do less with less (as the Army did in the 1990s drawdown, eliminating offensive nuclear capabilities, for example), or do worse with less (becoming less competent across the spectrum of requirements).
Unfortunately, there are no clear "bill-paying" capabilities in the current militaryno obvious areas to eliminate outright. Military leaders will therefore prioritize where they posture combat capability to remain prepared for the most likely sources of future conflict, and accept risk in other areas. If, as has happened repeatedly in the past, these choices result in a force that is misaligned with requirements (Korea, Vietnam, Iraq in the early stages of the insurgency) the military will struggle to achieve success. Panetta, the Secretary of Defense, stated that the initial $450 billion reduction will "take us to the edge, but any more than that would hollow out the force and badly damage capabilities for the future," appear to be a move in this direction. 48 Yet even the existing reductions may lead to difficult dilemma.
Military leaders confronted with a policy decision that-in their view-puts the military at significant risk of failing to meet the expectations of political leaders and/or the public have two choices: they can accept the decision and take the competency risk; or they can pursue other means to challenge the decision.
Attempts to influence military policy decisions through political means, would strain the professional relationship between the military and its civilian leadership.
Actions such as making demands for additional resources, lobbying for policy adjustments or attempting to redirect missions to other "suitable" respondents are within the realm of possibility for a stressed military institution, but they may be seen as selfserving. A politically active military risks losing public confidence.
Conclusion
The Abandoning political subservience through open intervention in the policy-making process will work counter to the current civil-military relationship and decrease public confidence that took decades to build. Remaining apolitical will remain the lynch pin for the military to retain strong public confidence.
Understanding how professional competence and political subservience have built strong public confidence, and the corresponding impact on the civil-military relationship will assist today's senior military leadership in determining how best to manage risk associated with diminished resources for future operations.
